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Introduction

Good afternoon Chairman Sanders and members of the Veterans Committee, thank you for the
opportunity to testify before you today. I’m Robert Hess, Commissioner for the Department of
Homeless Serviees (DHS) and I’m here today to update the Committee on the significant strides made
by New York City in its goal to improve services to homeless veterans. I will highlight the additional
housing options we have developed for homeless veterans since I last testified before you.

In December of 2006, the City of New York and the federal Department of Veterans Affairs created a
Task Force charged with developing a strategic plan to end veteran homelessness in New York City and
to end the need for any veteran to sleep on the streets or in the shelter system. Less than three years later,
the initiatives created by this unique partnership have led to impressive results.

Having served in the Army and being a veteran myself, I can say I have a personal stake in this mission.
I take pride in the work we do for our veterans, and am rewarded when we can keep someone who has
served and fought for this country from spending a night on the streets or in our shelter system.

"d like to acknowledge my colleague — and fellow veteran- Commissioner Roger Newman.
Commissioner Newman was appointed by Mayor Bloomberg to serve as the City’s first Commissioner
for the Office of Veteran’s Affairs, focusing on issues impacting the men and women who have served
this country. Since his appointment two years ago, Commissioner Newman and I have fostered a
remarkable relationship between our two offices. Today I am happy to join him as I discuss some of our
collaborative successes in moving homeless veterans into permanent housing.

Reduction of Homeless Veterans in Shelter System

Today, we sce remarkable success in the number of veterans living in the DHS system. Iam pleased to
report to you today that DHS has seen a 62 percent reduction in the number of veterans living in shelter
thanks to our permanent and short-term housing programs. In early 2007, DHS housed about 750 single
adult veterans on any given night in our shelter system. Today, only 292 veterans remain in-the shelter
system, with the majority of our veterans, 371, being supported in our short-term housing facilities
located in Brooklyn and Queens. ‘



Federal Partnerships

The City of New York and the federal Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) are demonstrating a
remarkable collaboration to benefit homeless veterans. By partnering our resources, we are serving
veterans in an efficient and effective manner that is quickly becoming a national model. The Task Force
has kept us laser-focused on our veterans’ goals, and led to great success.

NYC and the VA’s comprehensive approach maximizes resources through partnership, focusing on
permanent housing and providing much needed specialty services to New York veterans through
programs such as Project TORCH, short-term housing facilities, and HHUD-VASH (Veterans Affairs
Supportive Housing) vouchers.

Project Torch Multi-Service Center, our central point of intake, located in Brooklyn, for veterans, serves
as one-stop-shopping and is jointly operated by the VA and the City of New York. At Project Torch,
veterans can of course receive needed housing services- both temporary and permanent, but they can
also receive much more. Medical services, cash pension services and even short-term financial
assistance “one shots” through HRA are all available at Project Torch. The Center, jointly staffed by the
VA and DHS, is a national model of its kind.

Many of our veterans continue on from Project Torch to what I consider to be a major accomplishment-
short-term housing for veterans. Short-term housing provides transitional housing with dignity and
respect as veterans work to move back to homes of their own. Our Borden Avenue facility houses 243
short term units for both men and women and our Porter Avenue facility provides 138 short-term units.
Combined, these facilities bring together a unique continuum of care, with the Porter Avenue facility
focusing on employable veterans in recovery from addictions, and the Borden Avenue facility assisting
all other veterans with a variety of needs. These beds annually, receive over $4 million in support from
the VA.

And we have not stopped there. In October, we opened a veteran-specific 40-bed Safe Haven in the
Bronx which provides clients with an immediate safe housing alternative to the streets. This Safe Haven
facility provides on-site social services, access to benefits counselors and other VA resources. In
addition to having staff and resources to meet their specific needs, vets will also benefit from being
surrounded by their peers at the safe haven. Over half a million dollars annually is provided by the VA
to support this endeavor.

Homes of their own

Gur ultimate goal, though, of course, remains to move our veterans into homes of their own. Through
federal partnerships with HUD and the VA, NYC received more than 1,000 Section 8§ VASH
vouchers—the equivalent of $8 million in assistance annually- which match housing with support
services and VA case management for the most vulnerable veterans, helping them to live successfully on



their own. Since the Task Force was created, more than 2,300 veterans have moved from shelter and the
streets to permanent housing, no small accomplishment.

One example of that success is Ronald Marte, who I’ve had the personal pleasure of meeting. Ronald is
a 38-year-old honorably discharged veteran and has lived in permanent housing with a HUD-VASH
housing voucher since March 2009. A veteran of the U.S. Army, he was injured while on a tour in Iraq.
After being discharged, Ronald lived off of his savings, and eventually sought housing with DHS, and
was placed at the Borden Avenue Veterans Residence for short-term housing. When Ronald entered
short-term housing for veterans, he was very focused on obtaining permanent housing and employment.
With the assistance of a HUD-VASH voucher, Ronald moved into a one-bedroom apartment in the
Bronx, and says that his home has changed his life. Ronald now is looking to complete his bachelor’s
degree in Hotel Administration, and has received a certificate for completing a course in computer
programs. Ronald’s success story is an inspiration to us all.

Conclusion :

Through strong relationships with valuable partners like the VA and the Mayor’s Office of Veterans
Affairs, DHS is constantly looking to the future and evaluating ways we can better serve the veteran
population to ensure that those who defend us receive nothing but the best when they return home. I
givéﬁmy heartfelt thanks for your attention to this important matter.



HPD Veteran’s Preference Testimony
December 14, 2009

Good afternoon Chairman Sanders and members of the Veteraﬁs Committee.
My name is Julie Walpert and I am the Assistant Commissioner fof HPD’s
Division of Housing Supervision. I am responsible for the oversight of the City
Mitchell-Lama program. HPD supports providing a preference to recently
discharged veterans on the Mitchell-Lama waitigg lists. It recognizes the
obstacles that veterans face in returning to civilian life and wants to show such
veterans our country’s respect and gratitude for their service. We are in the
process of drafting legislation for passage in Albany that would extend the
veteran preference to include current veterans and their surviving spouses who

have been discharged within the last five years.

Thank you.



